It is widely acknowledged that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) cannot afford underutilize their workforce and owner/managers encourage ways to involve employees. In this article, we focus on what is known about formal employee involvement and participation (EIP) practice in SMEs. Based on a systematic, "aggregative" literature review (Briner and Denyer 2012; Gough et al. 2012) we identify key research on EIP in SMEs that is embedded in practice and provides utility for practitioners and policy makers. The findings not only allow us to comment briefly on the evolution of EIP research in SMEs, but to identify methodically what is known and not known about EIP practice in SMEs. We go therefore beyond the limited review provide by Sameer and Őzbilgin (2014) and identify with a higher level of confidence three key directions for future academic research.
Introduction
Research evidence has accumulated over the past 25 years, primarily for large firms that employees and organizational culture represent the unique competitive advantage in an economy that has become increasingly service and knowledge based (Katzenbach 2000 ;  to the myriad of formal and mainly direct EIP mechanisms, the prevalence of more informal employee relations and the union absence in SMEs that taken together stimulate distinct dynamics in EIP practice compared to large organisations (Sameer and Őzbilgin 2014) . In fact, Sameer and Őzbilgin build a case to explain why (more) EIP research in SMEs is not only stimulating and vital, but also fills gaps in knowledge. However, their approach is not guided by explicitly stated inclusion and exclusion criteria and may involve cherry picking of EIP research to support their point as they "present a general overview on important contemporary debates in the employee voice and locate it in industrial relations and human resource management literatures" (Sameer and Őzbilgin 2014, 411) . Sameer and Őzbilgin (2014) do not claim to use explicit rigorous methods and there is the risk that articles are selectively chosen from what is available. Their overview falls short of providing an in-depth, comprehensive and balanced account of extant EIP research based on a descriptive and thematic analysis. By contrast, reviewing the available literature systematically and making the review method explicit and transparent allows us to draw conclusions with higher levels of certainty, consistency and assurance about what is known and not known about EIP in SMEs (Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart 2003; Briner and Denyer 2012) .
Moreover, recent research based on qualitative case study research confirms the interplay between formal and informal practices (Cox et al. 2009; Della Torre and Solari 2013; Marchington and Suter 2013; Townsend et al. 2012) . The evidence points to the important role played by informal EIP mechanisms with formal and informal EIP practice complementing each other. While academics call for more research to identify how formal and informal practices interplay with each other (Cox et al. 2009; Marchington 2015) , the importance of formal EIP should not be underestimated. The empirical research clearly demonstrates that et al. 2012). We therefore searched in six reference databases: (1) Ebsco´s Business Source Complete, (2) ProQuest's ABI-INFORM -complete (Business), (3) Web of Science; (4) JSTOR and (5) Emerald Insight and (6) Springer Link, which were chosen from amongst others as the databases focusing explicitly on articles pertaining to the areas such as economics, business, management and sociology.
Consistent with our conceptual framework on direct and representative formal EIP the search terms used were "employee involvement", "employee participation", "employee representation", "employee voice" and "employee influence". In parallel, the search was duplicated by substituting "employee" with "worker". These terms were crossed with the search terms "SME*" and "small and medium sized firm*". Due to considerable variation in the terminology used to map the SME terrain, we also included the terms "small firm*", "small organi*", "small enterprise*"and "small business*" (Nolan and Garavan 2015) .
The review was limited to scholarly, peer-reviewed journal articles, both practitioner and academics oriented. Empirical studies (either qualitative or quantitative methods) as well as conceptual papers published in English were included.
Each database was interrogated by the search terms mentioned above on June 15 th and 16 th 2016. Titles and abstracts were searched with search date and numbers returned recorded. See Table 1 for a more detailed description of the search boundaries and the inclusion and exclusion criteria.
The total number of potentially relevant studies retrieved using search strings alone was 166, which yielded in 86 articles having removed duplications across the six databases. These were exported to Excel to create a common database, where the abstracts were further reviewed against the inclusion and exclusion criterion in an iterative process. "employee involvement", "employee participation", "employee representation", "employee voice", "employee influence" worker involvement", "worker participation", "worker representation", "worker voice" and "worker influence"
SMEs "SME*", "small and medium sized firm*", "small firm*", "small organi*", "small enterprise*", "small business*" 
Selection of articles

Inclusion criteria
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After having checked whether the inclusion criteria were correctly applied, we then applied the exclusion criteria that each article fell within the conceptual boundaries established. A total of 60 articles were deemed relevant following this process. At this stage a thorough review of the full article was conducted by the author and a research colleague and the articles classified into one of five categories (Macpherson and Holt 2007) : primary, secondary, peripheral, conceptual and not relevant per the criteria in Table 3 . It is important to note that the paper categorization at this stage was not a stand-alone judgment of the study´s quality but of its fit with the review criteria, i.e. empirical research on EIP practice in SMEs. Judgements were made particularly on whether there was an indication that the article included theories and findings that were directly related to EIP which contribute to policy and practice. Those articles that were highly relevant in the majority of criteria were judged as primary data, those with a majority of medium relevance in the criteria were categorized as being of secondary relevance, etc. Articles that concentrated on one specific EIP practice, such as H&S representatives (Walters 1998a, b; Frick and Walters 1998) , collective representation in SMEs (Haynes et al. 2006; Moore and Read 2006; Helfen and Schuessler 2009) or employee suggestion schemes (Andries and Czarnitzki 2014) could still be of primary relevance as long as they reviewed explicitly the extant theory on the specific EIP practice(s) under investigation and the findings had a clear utility for EIP practice and policy. Articles that crossed several themes associated with EIP, e.g. EIP practices being a part of lean management practices, Total Quality Management (TQM) or as an element within high performance work systems (HPWS) were more likely to be considered as not being of primary relevance due to the primary focus on theories/concepts related to TQM, lean management, HPWS or general management in HRM rather than EIP specifically. There were 28 articles categorized as being of primary relevance, seven as being of secondary relevance, 24 of peripheral relevance, none as irrelevant and one conceptual paper.
The full text of the 28 studies initially categorized as primary were then analysed using an Excel spreadsheet to code and identify themes to form the basis of this review. This spreadsheet can be provided by the author on request. (CABS 2015) one article appeared in a one rated journal and seven articles were published in two rated journals, which are general seen as publishing original research of acceptable standards with many excellent practitioner-oriented articles published there.
Another 12 articles appeared in three rated journals and six articles in four rated journals. Both journal categories publish original and well executed research. Two journals were not included in the Journal Guide 2015 (Figure 1 ).
The quality of journals is related to the method applied (Figure 1 ). Quantitative and mixed method studies dominate the work published in the higher quality rated journals indicating a preference for quantitative work. This shift towards quantitative orientation in EIP research in SMEs is supported by a few other factors pushing in this direction, including the rising opinion (Whitfield and Strauss 2000) . Nevertheless, the review shows that at present room remains for genuine qualitative research to be published in quality rated journals. Policy makers and managers have always used a wide range of sources of evidence in making decisions about policy and the organization of the business. However, they are coming under increasing pressure to adopt systematic, thorough and seemingly objective evidence to address complicated questions about the nature and significance of the problem, the nature of proposed actions and their differential impact, cost-effectiveness, acceptability etc. Qualitative research is primarily exploratory research to gain an understanding of a phenomenon or to dive deeper into the problem, since the sample size is typically small. Hence the researchers' ability to generalization from the findings remains often limited. Policy makers and practitioners rather require access to research that emphasize objective measurements and the greater relevance of statistical, mathematical or numerical analysis of data leading to demand for more quantitative or mixed studies. This tendency is reflected in our review since the articles identified are classified according to the contributions´ embeddedness in practice and its utility for practitioners and policy-makers. Positioning an EIP paper for submission to a general SME management journal also requires a different approach. Rather than leading with an emphasis on filling a gap in the HRM literature, it is important to identify the shortcomings in existing management debates and research that looks at social relations, on which recourse to an SME context helps shed new light. An 
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Focusing on the setup of the research framework the large majority of studies adopts a single country focus (n=24). Moreover, Anglo-Saxon countries (n=16), in particular the UK (n=11) as well as European countries (n=13), with a dominance of Germany and the EU as a region (n=3 each), are the principal foci in extant research. One study does not even allow the reader identifying the specific country setting in which the empirical data was collected (Allen et al. 2013 ). Hence EIP research in SMEs is dominated by empirical knowledge generated in AngloSaxon and Western European countries. It reveals that the Middle East, Africa, Latin America and Asia constitute severely understudied and underrepresented geographies in research. Hence EIP research conducted outside Western Europe and Anglo-Saxon countries does not sufficiently inform theory making in EIP research in SMEs and demarks knowledge and imagination of EIP practices to those geographies studied (Őzbilgin 2004) , the lack of multinational studies (n=3 in our sample) even across Western European countries implies a difficulty of formulating overarching conceptual frameworks, theoretical models in EIP. The former is lamentable since Blasi et al. (2003) , Walters (2004) and Gilman and Raby (2013) show in their empirical studies that idiosyncrasies attached to specific national, often institutional, context engender and influence EIP practice in SMEs. The latter point is a supporting factor that EIP in SMEs remains an under-theorized and under-researched area (Gilman et al. 2015) .
While the literature on EIP finds its roots in several disciplines and therefore gaining insights from complementary and competing approaches towards EIP (Wilkinson et al. 2014 ), our analysis shows that EIP research in SMEs lacks this attribute. Following the categorization by and employment studies" in which articles are published, it brings to light that extant SME research on EIP lacks "the potential for greater theoretical specificity within the wide range of perspectives that shape understanding and can help identify conceptual overlap" between different theoretical strands (Wilkinson et al. 2014, 9) .
A related point arises with respect to the meaning of EIP (Dundon et al. 2004) . A large majority of studies (n=22) captures EIP in an SME context as contribution to management decisionmaking (Dundon et al. 2004 (Dundon et al. , 1152 . Here EIP research is informed by the underlying assumption that EIP helps employees gaining input to improve work organization and efficiency more generally, particularly through management initiatives such as upward problem-solving practices or by eliciting workforce engagement, leading to "high levels of energy that are invested in work" (Hallberg and Schaufeli 2006, 119; Wilkinson et al. 2013 ).
Already Strauss (2006, 778) Following the categorisation by Marchington and Wilkinson (2005) we also observe that research on EIP covers the whole range of EIP techniques (Figure 3) . Taking downward communication and upward problem-solving together, direct EIP (n=18) is equally investigated as is representative participation (n=17) followed by financial participation (n=12). Three studies focus on EIP in general without breaking it down further into specific techniques and two studies use other concepts to operationalize EIP in their enquiry. These findings are interesting given the observed trend in the general literature towards direct individual voice mechanisms rather than participative representation . Furthermore, of the categorized research, 12 studies focus on a single EIP technique in specific country contexts only, providing limited insight into the comparative differences and their wider integration and synergies between EIP techniques. With respect to external influences and internal dynamics for EIP practice, all studies contextualize their findings to the SME context. While 12 studies refer to the SME context in general, in eight articles explicit SME size groups are identified. Nine studies in total include a comparison amongst differently sized companies, mainly including a comparison between SMEs and large organizations rather than between differently sized SMEs. The fact that there To test whether authors contextualize beyond the mere size variable we compared their research findings on influential factors for EIP practice with the open systems HRM framework for SMEs developed by Harney and Dundon (2006) . Their framework to analyse HRM in SMEs conceptualises a complex interplay of external structural factors and internal dynamics. In fact, all researchers acknowledged that research which considers SMEs in isolation is ultimately misleading (Barrett and Rainnie 2002; Cassell et al. 2002) . Most researchers (n= 20) contextualizes according to a mix of external influences and internal dynamics, given that small firms have less control over their environment than larger organizations. The remaining studies (n=8) refer to internal dynamics only. Among the most prominent factors that influence EIP practice in SMEs are trade union presence or absence (n=17), management style and ideology (n=15), legislation (n=13), employee characteristics, industry sector and product/market structure (n=9 each). Moreover, many studies (n=18) identified a range of additional factors that were found relevant. Among the most frequently used additional factors to influence EIP were the presence of the HR specialist/unit (n=3), firm age (n=4), nature of social relations (n=3) and firm´s competitive strategy (n=3). Extant research therefore underlines the importance of context for employers' choices of EIP regimes (Marchington 2007 ) but also the Finally, except for two studies, the large majority of studies were based on cross-sectional data (n=26). Hence changes over time in EIP practice, long term effects of EIP practices nor the varying impact of factors over time are hardly assessed.
Discussion and Conclusion
In a nutshell, the systematic review on the EIP literature in SMEs not only demonstrates the key patterns of EIP research in SMEs with respect to its methodology and thematic content. It also sets out the background against which future empirical enquiry can be conducted and we perceive the following three research lines to be particularly fruitful.
First, to enrich the conceptual underpinning of EIP research, we see the need to adopt a multiple country focus drawing on management and employee data. Such research framework allows the identification and analysis of idiosyncrasies and commonalities that drive formal EIP and that steam from different national, institutional contexts. As Gilman and Raby (2013, 385) observe for HPWS including EIP practices, "attention must be placed not solely at the organizational level but also at the institutional level". Confirming this observation, our review systematically identified the range of factors beyond the boundaries of the firm that moderate firm EIP practice in SMEs, extending the open systems HRM framework for SMEs by Harney and Dundon (2006) . However, at present we do not know about the overarching relevance of these factors across different national contexts and their complex factor interactions within national boundaries, which has been cited as theoretically weak in much of the extant literature on SMEs (Barret and Rainnie 2002, 416; Harney and Dundon 2006) . (Wilkinson et al. 2013) which are shaped by external and internal contingencies (Gilman and Raby 2013; Gilman et al. 2015; Wilkinson et al. 2007; Dietz et al. 2006 ) but practitioners are often left alone to identify the commonalities among these contingencies that drive EIP practice and influence its outcomes. Given that causalities cannot be attributed in a linear fashion within such a complex system of social and institutional environments, the emphasis on operationalising the context for EIP should not be (Brewster 1999; Truss 2002) . This would allow a more informed management choice on EIP practice implementation to fit a given business contexts. Combining such research with a size sensitive research framework within the SME group could also encourage a better fit with the management literature configuring management theory further to differing SME national and organizational contexts. Finally, EIP research in SMEs focuses to equal parts on participation and involvement, which is surprising given the present managerial rhetoric and SMEs being commonly classified as non-union firms. However, collective participation is a broad term and more detailed case study evidence is needed to see whether this indicates a shift towards more managerially-driven forms (Brewster 2007) . While extant research investigates employees´ attitudes towards EIP or trade unions, skills levels, ethnicity and income levels, further case study research should also try to identify common responses to EIP practices by groups of employees that share specific characteristics.
To conclude, this article makes an important contribution to the existing literature on EIP in SMEs by providing a transparent and objective assessment of extant EIP research. While the descriptive and thematic analysis has shown the evolution and state-of-art in EIP research, further advances can be made to improve the field further and eventually help positioning an EIP article for submission to a general SME management journal with the benefit to reach broader audiences. Cross-country, longitudinal studies of EIP including qualitative studies that incorporate a differentiation according to size within the SME group are seen as particularly promising to overcome existing limitations and to advance the field in this respect.
